We construct a consistent time series of balances and profit and loss accounts for a large cross-section of Russian banks. We describe our data collection and the procedures applied for controlling and aggregating the data. The resulting dataset constitutes a balanced and representative series of financial indicators covering the evolution of the Russian banking system over the last decade and offering great potential for further empirical research.
Introduction
Empirical studies on transition countries have been plagued by the lack of reliable datasets. Limits in time and money rarely allow the construction of a dataset that meets the quality standards of academic research. Sometimes data do not seem to exist at all. The genesis of the Russian banking system, an economic experiment in banking on unprecedented scale, has not given birth to much empirical research exactly because of the lack of data. Very few researchers (see for example Schoors, 2000; others) were to gather some data on this very intriguing process.
We decided to put on the table a serious bid to construct a decent database that covers the majority of the Russian banking system and turn it into a user-friendly format. This has become possible because the banking system has become more transparent in the last seven years. In the aftermath of the 1998 meltdown, the Russian regulatory authorities and other market participants inside the country and abroad understood that the evaluation of the banking system's stability and risks was long overdue and required more transparent data.
Also the scientific society has been paying more attention to transition economies and, specifically, to their financial systems. The resulting demand for reliable systematized data on Russian banks stimulated the Russian information agencies in co-operation with the Central Bank of Russia (CBR) to start gathering and providing such data on a regular basis 1 .
However, in this paper we show that although the Russian banking system exists for already more than ten years, data in a decent format have been available on the market for the last 4-5 years at best. For earlier periods one can buy unbalanced datasets, characterised by different numbers of banks, different and inconsistent formats and different periodicity. Since every serious study in banking demands dynamic analysis, we set on the Sisyphus task to construct one consistent and longer time series of a large cross-section of Russian banks than what is currently available on the market.
Section 2 presents the data collection and describes its representativeness. In section 3
we show how we aggregated the data and verified its internal consistency. Section 4 clarifies the methodology we used to convert the separate datasets into a single system of financial indicators. Section 5 concludes. 1 It is worth mentioning that the first regular data is available on the market since the third quarter of 1995, that is immediately after the banking crisis of August 1995, while the data quality and completeness significantly improves in the first quarter of 1999 (particularly the data of the Interfaks agency starts in that period), that is after some recovery from the financial crisis of August 1998 Interfax what lets us avoid an undesirable break in the series of a number of important P&L Table 2 ). The main difficulty relates to their different formats of data representation. 
Consistency of the Konfob-dataset
In the face of the tremendous time and effort needed to convert the datasets to a common format (especially, taking into account the fact that the accounting standards in
Russian banking underwent dramatic changes in 1998 7 ) we wanted to have some confidence in the data. Therefore, we walked the extra mile of thoroughly testing it.
In order to check the internal consistency of the data, we first needed to construct the balance sheets and P&L accounts of each bank in each quarter from the raw accounting data of KonfOb. For the years 1995 -1997, when the "old" accounting principles were still in place, this was accomplished according to the updated version of the August 1993 CBR instruction № 17 on the establishment of a common financial accounting system for commercial banks. For a number of accounts missing (mostly due to their abolishment) from the methodology of the Bank of Russia the method proposed by Androsov (1995) was used.
The main sources used for the transformation of the 1998 data were the updated version of the October 1997 CBR instruction № 17 and the methodology proposed by Reschikova (1998).
When there were differences between the sources the official methodology of the CBR was applied. Some lacking information, such as missing or wrong names of accounts, missing indication active/passive etc., was filled in with the help of the special literature (e.g. Tarakanova (1995) , Kozlova (1999) , Lavrushin (1999) , December 2002 CBR Provision №
205-P, different editions of the Plan of Accounts).
We should mention that in almost all quarters (with the only exception of the first quarter of 1997) the data related to the P&L statement are provided by KonfOb for a significantly smaller number of banks than the data related to the balance sheet. As far as the main goal at this stage was to check the consistency of the data (and not to do any kind of analysis) we let all the banks stay in our sample irrespective of the completeness of the provided information.
As a second step, we verified the internal consistency of the KonfOb database by testing the following accounting identities 8 :
∑ items of a category = subtotal 7 We should note that in spite of the accounting switch the variables appearing under one name measure the same things across the different accounting standards as there exists a specific methodology (see Reschikova, 1998) allowing one to convert old financial accounts into the new ones.
In those cases when matching failed (e.g. because the old accounts were not detailed enough) the constructed time series were left incomplete. This explains the empty cells in the last column of Annex∑ subtotals = total
Potential mistakes or typing errors were checked requiring bank's total assets and statutory capital to be positive. After removing non-functioning banks from the sample 9 all the conditions were satisfied indicating that the KonfOb database is internally consistent.
Conversion into a common format
The next step was to convert Konfob into the format of Interfaks. Unfortunately, the 9 A bank is considered to be non-functioning if no changes can be observed in its financial statements during a number of subsequent periods and/or if its licence has been revoked 10 Elaborate attempts to relate the structure of the Interfaks database to the structure of the financial statements (Balance sheet and P&L report) were not only partially unsuccessful. In contrast to the lines of financial statements, the Interfaks indicators are not mutually exclusive, which seriously compromised our attempt to discover the necessary accounting relations 11 The list of the resulting combinations is provided in Annex 4 12 Mobile provides the methodologies of aggregation based on the "old" as well as on the "new" accounting standards
We present the correlation coefficients between Interfaks and Mobile in Table 3 (column 4) 13 . Almost all values being above 0,99 with only three falling short of 0,95 can be viewed as a comforting result. These high values could, of course, partially be driven by the differences in bank size.
To control for that, we also report the correlation coefficients between the ratios of the corresponding variables to total assets (column 5). Although being slightly lower, the corrected correlations still remain at sufficiently high levels to suggest that we have successfully mimicked the aggregation methodology used by Interfaks.
Using the resulting methodology (see Annex 3 for details 14 ) we converted the KonfOb data into the format of Interfaks 15 . The correlation coefficients between transformed KonfOb variables and Mobile indicators are presented in Table 3 (columns 2 and 3). Generally, we
consider the results to be satisfactory. Somewhat lower (and lacking) correlations are caused by the absence of the required data in Mobile (see above). In none of the cases could we identify any potential methodological problems or contradictions.
The next step is to put these data at work for empirical purposes. For illustration in Annex 5 we show how using the constructed database one can compute a set of variables, commonly used in empirical studies. However, from Annexes 2 and 3 it should be obvious that the dataset allows calculation of much more variables than presented in Annex 5. For once, the main constraint seems to be the researcher's creativity rather than data availability
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